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THE MARGINS OF GEORGE ELIOT: EDITING THE JOURNALS 
by Margaret Harris 
Margins are back in fashion : it's no longer marginal to be marginal. Postcolonial theory has 
had the effect of demonstrating the relation between the imperial centre and the periphery of 
empire to be one of interaction and mutual reaction, not of straightout dominance by the one 
of the Other. Similarly, in textual theory, marginalia and other apparatus are read in a dialogic 
or intertextual relation to the text and do not simply take their place in a hierarchy subordinate 
to it. D. C. Greetham goes further, claiming that 'these days, the margins are a peculiarly priv-
ileged position, as the formalist concentration on the primacy and unity of text has retreated 
before a concern with supplements, frames, contexts' .' The issue of marginality became cen-
tral in two main ways for ludith 10hnston and me as we asked ourselves a seemingly endless 
series of questions in relation to The Journals of George Eliot.' Would the journals' material 
prove marginal to George Eliot's fiction? And what kind of marginalia should we provide to 
the text of the journals? 
Our basic aim was to provide a complete text of these journals. The extant portion opens in 
1854, as Marian Evans (not yet George Eliot), awaits George Lewes on the cross-Channel 
steamer which was to take them to Germany and the beginning of their life together. The jour-
nals run chronologically to within days of her death in 1880. Entries are fullest in the 1850s, 
before she began to publish fiction, becoming briefer and more sporadic as she became estab-
lished in her career as a novelist. There are evident gaps in the record: the entries for the five 
years from 1849, when George Eliot by her own account ' wrote for the first time' in the 1854-
61 Diary, have been torn out (Journals, 90 and xvii, n. 4); a journal kept during a visit to Spain 
early in 1867 was dispersed,' and the diary for 1878 has disappeared. The journals were first 
prepared for selective publication over a century ago: George Eliot's Life as related in her let-
ters andjoumals, abridged and edited by her husband J. W. Cross came out in 1885, in three 
volumes from her faithful publisher, the Edinburgh firm of William Blackwood and Sons. It 
included well over half the journals, and (by default) became the standard text, despite Gordon 
S. Haight's demonstration in his great edition of The George Eliot Letters of the editorial 
license Cross exercised. Haight included sections of the journals both in the Letters and in his 
biography George Eliot, using the journals in effect as supporting documentation. He provid-
ed a more accurate transcription than Cross, as well as indicating the kinds of manipulation 
Cross had engaged in when he blended letters with sections of journal or omitted phrases or 
paragraphs inimical to his construction of George Eliot. Our work on the journals, like all 
scholarly work on George Eliot, was dependent on Haight's edition of the letters, which pro-
vided incalculable assistance. None the less, Haight was in his way as partial an editor of 
George Eliot as Cross, presenting her always in accordance with Charles Bray's phrenological 
analysis, 'She was not fitted to stand alone' .' And like Cross, Haight drew on the journals to 
depict the writer rather than the woman. 
It was in the nature of their respective enterprises that both previous editors of George Eliot's 
journals should have transcribed them selectively. But for all our feminist commitment, in set-
ting out to print the journals entire we were not consciously proposing to deliver George Eliot 
from her male champions. Their example, however, alerted us to the responsibilities of edito-
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ria! power, and in particular to the necessity of being explicit about our editorial decisions. 
From the beginning we proceeded in the confidence that there was scholarly virtue in produc-
ing a complete text of the journals of so thoroughly canonical a figure as George Eliot, and in 
the hope that there would prove to be critical interest into the bargain. We were conscious that 
recent and current theoretical work, in for example deconstructionist and postcolonial as weB 
as feminist criticism, had recuperated 'personal' non-fiction prose writings like diaries and 
journals, according them if not central canonical status, then at least readings that recognize 
their status as text, and analyse the discourses with which they work. However the diaries or 
journals of literary figures are still liable to be relegated to the margins, to be demoted to the 
status of a document that may cast light on the process of composition or a real-life source of 
a creative work. One of the ways in which our decision to produce a complete text was vindi-
cated was precisely that we came to read the journals as something more and other than mar-
ginalia. We claim for The Journals of George Eliot the status of a new text by George Eliot, 
the closest she came to autobiography, self-writing in its way as transparent and yet as irides-
cent as - say - The Mill on the Floss. In its way: that way is not strait. We believe that the 
edition 'restores George Eliot as the speaking subject' so that 'We can consider her self-con-
struction in them, rather than the contribution of a partial version of the journals to someone 
else's construction of her ' (Journals, xxv). 
The grounds for the claim that this edition of The Journals of George Eliot constitutes a new 
text by George Eliot are, first, that the text of the journals is now published complete: a sig-
nificant proportion (more than one quarter) had not been published before. Secondly, previous 
versions of the journals, that is the selections made by Cross and by Haight, were made in the 
service of their particular agendas. Our agenda in The Journals of George Eliot was to present 
the surviving journals entire, taking account of physical features of the manuscripts in inter-
preting George Eliot's own arrangement of her material: the thirteen sections, written over a 
long period (1854-80), form a discontinuous text. This sense of the journals as an autobiogra-
phy and a discontinuous text informed our editorial decisions in important ways. 
Throughout, we were guided by current thinking on critical editorial practice: such consider-
ations as are usefully spelled out with hortatory capitals by Jerome McGann in The Textual 
Condition . These three 'texts ' from McGann all emphasize rdativity, or flux , and are contex-
tualized in McGann's account of writing the conference paper in which they were first elabo-
rated: 
I want to say: 
ALL TEXTS ARE PRODUCED OVER TIME AND UNDER VARYING 
CIRCUMSTANCES. 
And I want to say: 
ALL TEXTS ARE SOCIALLY AND HISTORICALLY RELATIVE, 
INCLUDING ALL META-TEXTS SUCH AS SCHOLARLY COMMEN-
TARIES AND EDITIONS. 
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... Finally, I shall say this: 
IF TEXTS ARE TO BE PRODUCED CRITICALLY, WHETHER 
THROUGH WRITER, READER, OR EDITOR (ALONG WITH THEIR 
SURROGATES), THE TEXTS MUST EMPHASIZE THEIR RELATIONS, 
AND THEIR RELATIVITIES.' 
The first of these injunctions is notably relevant to diaries, the more so when a diary is kept 
over a long period." The second and third of these admonitions we have kept in mind (if not in 
McGann's words), particularly in the two major editorial processes of transcribing the text, in 
the first instance, and then of annotating it. 
We had to make and refine decisions based on our temporal and professional contexts, and on 
our sense of this text including its previous history, in order both to prepare George Eliot's text 
(a version of what she wrote) for publication, and to provide appropriate commentary on it. 
The bibliographic protocols for literary (as distinct from historical) documentary editing have 
been less debated than the principles of critical textual editing. In A Rationale of Textual 
Criticism, G. Thomas Tanselle proposes a distinction between documents 'normally intended 
for public distribution' and 'writings of the kind usually intended for private purposes (such as 
letters, journals, memoranda, and drafts of essays, novels, or poems) ... [which] would seem 
to be best served, as a general rule, by editions that attempt to present the texts exactly as they 
appear in the surviving documents, thus stressing the evidentiary value of those documents.'7 
Or, as Fredson Bowers specified rather off-handedly, use of manuscript as an authority 
requires 'a complete descriptive account of every change made in it during inscription or on 
revision' .' 
We decided to fly in the face of such prescriptions . The Journals of George Eliot does not 
attempt to provide a literal or facsimile transcription: the 'Preface' includes an account of our 
procedure in arriving at a diplomatic text. It is inevitably an interpretation of George Eliot's 
manuscripts, in which our principal aim is to provide a readable text: one that is typographi-
cally 'clean', and which has unobtrusive explanatory apparatus. Here we went in the opposite 
direction to an edition which has distinct affinities with ours, The Journals of Mary Shelley 
1814-1844, edited by Paula R. Feldman and Diana Scott-Kilvert, who were similarly intent on 
providing a complete text of a woman author's journals to supplant earlier truncated and oth-
erwise distorted versions. Out of their 'desire to convey the sense of the Journals as private, 
casual, uncorrected manuscripts rather than as material prepared for publication by the 
authors', they opted for a kind of typographical facsimile described as 'an inclusive transcrip-
tion which attempts to convey the sense of the original on the page',' devising conventions to 
indicate insertions and deletions, and including several appendices (for instance, 'Authorial 
End-of-Line Hyphens not Printed') in addition to textual notes. It is rare for more than the top 
half of each page to be occupied by text, while the bottom half is packed with annotation and 
commentary in a smaller font. The editorial decisions of Feldman and Scott-Kilvert are to be 
respected. and their important work in The Journals of Mary Shelley has in the fullest sense 
encouraged subsequent studies both of Mary and others in the Shelley circle. However, there 
is a significant difference between the text of George Eliot's journals, which include a high 
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proportion of continuous prose, and Mary Shelley's characteristic brief notes. Our decision to 
opt for a diplomatic transcription and to locate editorial apparatus elsewhere than in footnotes 
as far as possible was intended to make George Eliot's text as accessible as possible. 
It must be pointed out however that in production, some decisions about design constituted a 
stylistic gesture to features of the manuscript. Here the Cambridge University Press designers 
served George Eliot and us well. Editorial matter is printed with wider leading than the text, 
in a piquant but not deliberate gesture of homage to the layout of Cross's Life. There are two 
main kinds of writing in the journals, short diary-type notes, which have been printed with the 
right-hand margin unjustified, and so distinguished from more formal essay-length pieces, 
which have been printed with justified right-hand margins. The diaries for 1879 and 1880, 
which are commercial printed diaries, not plain notebooks such as George Eliot previously 
used, are also typographically distinguished (the dates are in small capitals, and there is a rule 
between entries). And there are four illustrations, photographs of manuscript folios, three of 
them reproduced to include George Eliot's sketches (it must be acknowledged that she did not 
have the facility in drawing of her near-contemporary Thackeray). One of these facsimile 
pages, used also for the dust jacket, is the leaf on which the completion of The Mill on the Floss 
is triumphantly recorded, with an emphatic Magnificat anima mea! (85): the designer arranged 
that the facsimile and the facing transcription begin at exactly the same point, thus providing 
an instance of the arrangement many regard as the best of both worlds. 
We observed George Eliot's divisions of her text, with two exceptions. In the first place, we 
divided the 1854-1861 Diary, the longest of the separate texts, into three sections. As it hap-
pens, because of this division, running heads by date on the right-hand page (the left-hand giv-
ing the particular journal), were not provided: an omission already lamented by those review-
ers who have 'test driven' the edition in the interests of their own research. 1O These divisions 
also serve to bring out intertextuality in the journals themselves, when George Eliot rewrites 
her diaries kept in Weimar and Berlin in 1854-5 as 'Recollections' ofWeimar and Berlin - ver-
sions of which were published as articles in Fraser's Magazine in 1855, and then, re-edited by 
George Eliot with assistance from Charles Lewes, in Essays and Leaves from a Note-book 
(1884). Here is a rare opportunity to study George Eliot's working methods, though it must be 
said that collation of the successive versions reveals predictable modification as personal 
details are played down in favour of information of more general interest (see Journals, 215-7). 
The second exception involves re-placement of material George Eliot misplaced, and is the 
single most dramatic revelation of the edition. It has to do with the material we have called 
'The Making of George Eliot' which begins with 'How I came to write Fiction', includes 
entries to do with the publication and reception of Scenes of Clerical Life in volume form -
the first production of 'George Eliot', since the serialization had been anonymous, and con-
tinues with 'History of "'Adam Bede'" and more dated entries to do with the reception of that 
novel. This material- clearly a sequence, running from 6 December 1857 to May 1859 - is at 
the end of the 1854-1861 Diary that she used for her 'Recollections' (of Weimar, and so on). 
As with several of the 'Recollections' -end essays, there is a parallel sequence of entries at the 
other (diary) end: enacting a definite separation of the writing self, 'George Eliot' from the 
everyday concerns of Marian Lewes. But in late May 1859, when controversy over the author-
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ship of Adarn Bede was at its height, and the identity of 'George Eliot' being disclosed, we find 
at the 'diary' end 'My Journal is continued at the opposite end, by mistake, as a continuation 
of the History of Adam Bede'(77): 'by mistake'? At the very least, this is a revealing slippage, 
in which the textual separation faltered as the separation 'in life' was eroded." The episode 
also provides an extraordinary demonstration avant la lettre of the theorization of the concept 
of authorial signature by Derrida, Lejeune and others, as discussed in the headnote to this sec-
tion (283-8). 
On the matter of annotation, Derrida's summary comment is most relevant: 'As a rule, anno-
tations or notes say something; they "state": or add something, they answer a potential ques-
tion by the reader. They do not pose questions: they do not interrogate either author or read-
er.' 12 We needed to conjecture about our readers, thinking of the initial audience as an acade-
mic one, though we had in mind also a general readership with a particular palate. The real dis-
tinction is perhaps not so much that between academic and general, as between a readership 
thoroughly familiar with George Eliot, not requiring introduction to Charles Bray or Maria 
Congreve; and one coming to the journals with less experience of George Eliot and her milieu. 
We tried to pitch annotation in such a way as to satisfy both groups, but once again it was our 
sense of the very particular nature of the material with which we were working that determined 
our strategic editorial decisions. 
Our editorial narrative does not run parallel to the text as does that of Feldman and Scott-
Kilvert. It does, however, acknowledge other narratives of George Eliot's life. There are con-
textualizing headnotes to each journal, ranging in length from ten pages for the first section of 
the 1854-1861 Diary (the corresponding 'Recollections of Wei mar , has a three page headnote), 
to two pages for 'Recollections of the Scilly Isles'. For instance, what George Eliot is not 
recording in a particular time span can be noteworthy. The announcement in her diary of her 
decision to marry John Cross is notoriously unprepared. The entry for 9 April 1880 reads, 'Sir 
lames Paget came to see me. My marriage decided ' (202: Paget was a distinguished surgeon, 
both friend and professional attendant, frequently mentioned in her diary after the death of 
Lewes in 1878). Not for a month, until the entry for 6 May, does the diary divulge the identi-
ty of her bridegroom: 'Married this day at 10.15 to John Waiter Cross, at St. George's, Hanover 
Square' (203). Similarly, her diary - though not Lewes's - is silent on her first meeting with 
the Cross family in Rome in 1869 (135, 94) . 
The headnotes also supplement George Eliot 's text, at times for instance quoting Lewes's jour-
nal or one of her letters, or referring to her working notebooks, such as Joseph Wiesenfarth's 
important edition of George Eliot. A WriterS Notebook, 1854-79, and Uncollected Writings 
(1981) which runs chronologically parallel with the journals. The urge to anticipate all the 
ways in which readers might want to use the edition had to be contained: rather than trying to 
be all things to all people, we concentrated on attempts to facilitate their quests. 
There are a few footnotes, mainly translating phrases in foreign languages, since the weight of 
annotation is carried by an Explanatory Index, which is as complete as we could make it with-
in the boundaries we drew, though there are unsolved mysteries (I found it particularly frus-
trating not to be able to reference the Carlyle anecdotes in the Weimar and Berlin sections). It 
identifies for example people and books mentioned by George Eliot. Titles of books, operas 
41 
and plays are indexed and cross-referenced to author, but not all paintings are indexed by name 
- ' Italy 1864' , with its staccato lists of paintings sighted on any given day, shows why. At one 
time, inspired by the discussion of misattributions of various art works in the opening of chap-
ter ) 9 of Middlemarch, I had visions of attempting to identify all the paintings referred to in 
the journals, and work out whether they are now differently attributed: but that considerable 
undertaking was put on hold for some future project. The Index glosses some obscurities: a 
favourite instance is the entry for 9 November 1879, which reads in part 'Mr Burne Jones -
about St. Mark's Venice' (185). The interest of this artist in producing detailed drawings of fea-
tures of ancient buildings is well known, but it was only at a late stage and in another con-
nection that Judy Johnston turned up a Bume-Jones letter of 23 February 1880 describing the 
loss of some water-colour sketches of mosaics in St Mark's, Venice, destroyed when a Post 
Office van caught fire: 'by a cruel chance, whilst the note of advice that accompanied them 
announcing that the pictures were on their way arrived safely, the precious work itself was 
10st'. 13 This unlikely tale is a likely enough explanation of George Eliot's diary entry to war-
rant its inclusion in the Index. 
In some instances, the Explanatory Index can be used to identify quotations. For example, 
describing the Hm in 'Recollections ofWeimar' , George Eliot writes 'not a clear stream it must 
be confessed, but like all water, as Novalis says, "an eye to the landscape'" (219): under 
'Novalis', cued to page 219, the source of the quotation is provided. A few lines earlier, where 
the unfenced park is said to have 'a "sweet will" of its own' , a footnote citing Wordsworth's 
'Composed upon Westminster Bridge' is required because neither author nor poem has been 
mentioned. Again, where George Eliot quotes from Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Aurora 
Leigh during her description of a scene in 'Recollections of Jersey. 1857' , a footnote is 
required because she cites neither author nor poem, although in the previous paragraph she has 
mentioned among 'readings aloud .. . Aurora Leigh (for the 2nd time)' (279). At times, we like 
to think, the Explanatory Index neatly solves the problem of intrusive annotation - it obviates 
a good deal of cross-referencing, for instance; though on occasion it renders the editors vul-
nerable to charges of having been self-indulgent in provision of explanation, or of having been 
delinquent in not supplying it. The latter charge can be met by a straightforward confession of 
failure; the former (I devoutly hope) by drawing attention to the particular point that is being 
glossed. In places, the point may have been stretched. For example, in the entry for Arthur 
Helps, it was not perhaps strictly necessary to quote George Eliot's description of him in a let-
ter of late 1853 as a 'sleek man with close-snipped hair - has a quiet, humorous way of talk-
ing, like his books' :l4 but the comment gives a useful insight about both George Eliot, and 
Lewes's close friend who gave countenance to their liaison when he visited them in Weimar 
in August 1854. The rationale of the index - that it does not attempt to emulate an ency-
clopaedia entry, but glosses George Eliot's text - is set out in the 'Preface' with a reminder 
about that statement at the beginning of the index itself. It was very difficult to second guess 
the questions people would bring to the index. A crunch point came as we tried to assign 
George Eliot's research for Romola to headings such as 'GE and religion' or 'GE and history' , 
and after much agonizing we reduced the number of subheadings for the George Eliot entry to 
cover her works (essays and reviews, fiction, poetry, translations) with further subdivisions; 
residences, travels at home and abroad, reflecting the major topics of the journals. 
42 
Authorial intention? The question of whether George Eliot intended these journals to be pub-
lished is moot: my best answer is that she did not destroy them. Remember that she had her-
self edited some of her essays for Essays and Leaves from a Note-book, a project completed 
by Charles Lewes; and that after George Lewes's death she attended to his literary remains, 
editing Problems of Life and Mind. The 1879 Diary shows her reading back through Lewes's 
diaries, so on 13 January 1879 we read: 'Worked at M. S. Read Physical Basis - and dear 
Journal of our Seaside work' (157). 
It appears that at least in the essay-type journals George Eliot constructed an audience which 
might broadly be characterized as the educated middle and upper class readership, both male 
and female, of the monthly and quarterly journals for which she wrote in her career as a jour-
nalist. In the diary-type, there is evidence of authorial self-consciousness, in summaries at 
year's end, or in signing off from a particular volume of the diary - thus: 'I shall record no 
more in this book, because I am going to keep a more business-like diary. Here ends 1877' 
(148). This entry also refers to the comfort she has taken by looking back through 'this little 
book which is the only record I have made of my personal life for sixteen years and more': 
sometimes, we recall, she has read aloud from it to Lewes: for example, part of the entry for 
31 January 1862: 'This evening 1 have been reading to G. some entries in my note-book of past 
times in which I recorded my malaise and despair' (109). So there is the domestic audience: 
and she took no steps to preclude a wider one for all that she consistently declared her antipa-
thy to literary biography and her ambivalence about autobiography: 
The best history of a writer is contained in his writings - these are his chief 
actions. If he happens to have left an autobiography telling (what nobody else 
can tell) how his mind grew, how it was determined by the joys, sorrows and 
other influences of childhood and youth - that is a precious contribution to 
knowledge. But Biographies generally are a disease of English literature." 
It would be possible to make much of this comment of December 1879, which was prompted 
by an enquiry as to whether she proposed to write a life of Lewes. For one thing, the phrase 
'happens to have left an autobiography' is provocative; and for another, George Eliot's jour-
nals are as much 'writings' as any of her fiction. They are unequivocally a portrait of the artist. 
While part of the pleasure of this text is generated by its depiction of George Eliot's daily life, 
her joys and sorrows in matters great and small, from delight in a caterpillar seen during a walk 
to her extravagant mourning at Lewes's death, her writing life is dominant. From the begin-
ning her professional activities are noted; frequently the strains and stresses of composition 
preoccupy the diary record. As Gillian Beer observes, the journals 'are often eerily revealing, 
as much for what they do not record as what they do. Writing things down for Eliot made real-
ity so strong that she was wary of disclosure, even to herself.' 16 The journals disclose aspects 
of George Eliot's temperament that are not so evident elsewhere. 
At times in the course of our work, and particularly in the latter stages, 1 reflected on what the 
next editors of George Eliot's journals might do, presumably in an electronic edition. The same 
issues of deciding whether and how to represent manuscript alterations, and of how to present 
variants among 'George Eliot's' text, and the versions of Cross and Haight, would have to be 
dealt with (we developed a typographic collation, familiarly known as the 'tutti-frutti' text, and 
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in our edition have indicated briefly in the headnote to each journal the relationship among the 
three texts). An electronic edition could facilitate access to intertexts, such as Haight's edition 
of The George Eliot Letters; or William Baker's of G. H. Lewes's letters (3 vols, 1995-9): links 
to all letters whose dates correspond with diary entries could be made (we decided simply to 
draw attention to striking connections). An electronic edition could make links also from the 
journal text say to sections from Lewes's Life of Goethe (which parallels the journals at cer-
tain points), and to the sections of Lewes's Sea-Side Studies that parallel part of 'Recollections 
of Ilfracombe' . Such an edition would permit webs of annotation beyond the wildest dreams 
of a Casaubon. Maps, contemporary illustrations of Weimar, texts of books referred to, por-
traits of people (or particular portraits) mentioned: the possibilities are endless. But no soft-
ware in the foreseeable future I think will permit reliving the illnesses and ailments that so fre-
quently afflicted Eliot and Lewes. An electronic edition could be infinitely searchable, too, and 
hence less dependent on editorial decisions about indexing. The boundaries of text and sup-
plement might be further de stabilized, the margins contracted or expanded, depending on your 
point of view. 
In the particular case of George Eliot, the notion of margin has a special timbre: I'm thinking 
of Henry James's report to his father, Henry Senior, after his first meeting with George Eliot 
in 1869: 'Altogether, she has a larger circumference than any woman I have ever seen.' 17 This 
is part of a wonderfully Jamesian passage in which George Eliot is both ' this great horse-faced 
blue-stocking ' and 'a counselling angel '. Readers have constantly to re-learn from the body of 
George Eliot's text what James discerned about her in person: the risks of taking her at face 
value, whichever face that might seem to be. Among recent studies, Rosemarie Bodenheimer 
by reading George Eliot's letters against her fiction has demonstrated the deviousness and sub-
tlety with which George Eliot wrote out her life stories. " If the boundary, the circumference, 
of George Eliot is extended by the text of her journals, so are her margins. I stand back from 
The Journals of George Eliot more than ever aware of the textuality of 'George Eliot'. 
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